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AN EXPERIMENTAL COURSE ON AFRICAN MATHEMATICS 
By Paul J. Campbell 
St. Olaf College, Northfield, Minnesota 
I first became acquainted with the topic of African mathe- 
matics when I was asked to do a mini-review [Campbell 19741 of 
the book Africa Counts by Claudia Zaslavsky [1973]. A full account 
of the book's contents was given in a review by R. L. Wilder 
[1975] in this journal. 
I decided to use the book as the basis for an experimental 
liberal arts mathematics course during the one-month Interim term 
in January, 1975. I supplemented the book's treatment with fur- 
ther mathematical content, including the concepts developed in 
the West to handle the contextual mathematics of the sort 
Zaslavsky describes. The course description was as follows: 
Examination of the contributions of many African 
peoples in the context of their social and economic 
development. The old misconception that Africans 
could not count beyond ten will be laid to rest 
forever. Consideration of numerations systems, 
mystical attributes of numbers, geometry in art and 
architecture, and mathematical games, as they occur 
in Africa; together with analysis of important 
concepts of Western mathematics which they suggest. 
Problem-solving and subsidiary reading (both mathe- 
matical and ethnohistorical) will be required, apart 
from the text, and an individual project as well. 
The course met for an hour and a half 17 times over the 
four-week term. I provided the students with lecture notes that 
included assigned and extra-credit problems, together with reading 
assignments from Africa Counts, from Africa and Africans 
[Bohannan and Curtin 19711, and from other sources. There were 
two exams and a required paper. For the paper, the student was 
to focus on a particular African people, provide general infor- 
mation, and describe some of the mathematics occurring in their 
lives. Students were encouraged to search a wide variety of 
potential sources, including the Human Relations Area Files. 
I began with a lecture on African numerations systems, 
followed by three sessions on the arithmetic of the ancient 
Egyptians. One lecture was devoted to topology and networks, 
developing the theory of Euler paths as related to Kuba unicursal 
networks. Others dealt with cowrie-shell divination and elemen- 
tary probability, magic squares, and astronomy and African calen- 
dar systems. Two of a series of three lectures on symmetry pat- 
terns in African art were given by a guest-lecturer, Don Crowe 
of the University of Wisconsin; see [Crowe 1971; 19751. The 
students learned to follow algorithms to identify the 7 mathe- 
matically possible frieze patterns and 17 repeating plane 
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symmetry patterns. Mancalah games served as the occasion for 
discussing mathematical aspects of games, as well as for intro- 
ducing students to the computer--they played a particular version 
(marketed under the name "Kalah") at computer terminals against 
a pre-programmed strategy. 
Some suitable topics had to be omitted from such a short 
course: mathematical treatment of river-crossing puzzles, analysis 
of sophisticated African numerical systems for divination and 
geomancy, African music, modulo arithmetic and "significant" 
numbers, and the whole realm of African-Arabic mathematical con- 
tributions. 
The course drew a moderate number of students (14), including 
three black students, two of them from Carleton College. All 
were unreservedly enthusiastic about the course. Participation, 
attendance, and morale were high. Several students did high- 
quality papers reflecting extensive library work. 
Preparing the course expanded my conception of mathematics 
and provided the occasion to continue my education in a new 
direction. I was also stimulated to begin research in the num- 
ber theory of Egyptian fractions, which has led to two papers 
in preparation. 
My concluding judgement is that a course in African mathe- 
matics is indeed feasible as a lively college-level liberal arts 
mathematics course with a different flavor. 
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